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Discussion Guide
Love myseLf?

ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your 
group with a way of connecting with one another so that 
you might partner in the work god is doing in your lives.)   

• in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 
what ways did you respond to him?

• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 
ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?

• how honest have you been with us? 
(graciously thank group members for their 
honesty if they state they have held back.) 

getting started: 
10 minutes

• when you hear the exhortation to love yourself, 
what, if anything, comes to mind? could you 
elaborate on why this might be the case for you?

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the nature of shame and its 
importance as a theological concept associated with 
god’s redemptive movement. 

• read matthew 22.34-40 aloud seeking to place 
yourself in the scene. pause. read the text once more, 
seeking to be present, listening to Jesus.  

• according to Jesus, in what ways does love form the 
bedrock of life as god meant it to be lived?  

• in this bedrock of love is tucked the presupposition of 
self-love. read verse 39 aloud once more. what do 
you hear Jesus saying about self-love in these words? 
could you elaborate?  

• do you think that people typically hear Jesus 
presupposing self-love? what do people typically 
hear when they reflect on these words? why might 
this be the case? 

• what impact, if any, might an absence of self-love 
have upon one’s capacity to love others? why might 
this be so?  

• do you think it is easy or difficult for people to love 
themselves? could you explain?  

• it has been said that shame, a deep sense of not being 
enough, is what stands between a life marked with 
self-compassion and a life marked by its absence. how 
might this be true?  

• read romans 5.8 aloud slowly. read the text once 
more listening for how god addresses our sense of 
shame, our sense of not being enough. share what you 



know about how god feels about our sense of shame. 
• what might it look like to relate to one another so 

that the truth about our worth might replace our 
sense of shame? how willing are we to begin relating 
to one another in these ways?  

Context and BaCkground
shame

shame is one of the least talked about aspects of the life of 
faith. in a recent survey of the theological tomes i have in 
my personal library—i have more than a few!—revealed 
that not a single author discusses the issue of shame beyond 
the mention of its absence in the garden of eden (genesis 
2.25). this is intriguing because it is precisely the entrance 
of shame into the world which combines with sin to create 
the deep separation which exists between people and between 
people and god (genesis 3.7-10).  
what is shame? shame is difficult to define because it 
involves more than an attitude or belief. shame exists in 
forms beyond words, in forms which can only be experienced 
through emotion and perception. some have defined shame 
as a deep sense of being unworthy or unlovable. while this 
is essentially what shame is, the way it is experienced might 
better be expressed in the understanding that one is not 
enough. sometimes shame is expressed verbally. “i am not 
enough.” “i do not have what it takes.” or, “i didn’t work/
play/perform well enough.” but, it can also be experienced 
emotionally as people sense that something is inherently 
wrong with them, that they are bad, or that they do not 
matter.  
a sense of shame often leads to Judgment which has gone 
well beyond its proper boundaries of general discernment 
to the practice of self-condemnation. most often this self-
condemnation appears in forms of verbal violence against 
oneself. “i am so stupid.” “how could i have been such a 
moron?” “you idiot!” although, it can take more serious 
forms of physical violence against oneself such as cutting 
and the absence of self-care. apart from this destruction 
of self, shame leads to the destruction of relationships as 
people hide parts of themselves from one another or from 
god because these parts are not acceptable “as they are.”  
the origin of shame and its destructive effects can be 
witnessed in genesis 2.25-3.13. when god created people 
and gave them their tasks within the garden, they existed 
in a world free from shame (genesis 2.25). adam and 
eve both believed they were enough, Just as they were, a 

reality seen in their ability to stand naked before one another. 
however, the serpent twisted the words of god and eve, 
causing eve to believe that she was not enough. while god 
had created her in his image, somehow he had deemed her not 
worthy to experience the fullness of this image (genesis 3.4). 
in other words, she was not enough. believing this lie, she 
disobeyed god and ate of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil (genesis 3.6). it is important to note that 
it was a sense of shame which preceded the act of sin. here 
one sees an inherent relationship between sin and shame with 
sin coming out of people’s response to shame thereby making 
shame one of people’s ultimate problems. further, it is shame 
and not sin which first leads to the deep separation between 
people and people and god. acting upon their sense of shame 
solidified its reality in their minds. adam and eve could no 
longer freely stand before one another or god but they hid 
from one another and god (genesis 3.7-8).  
the deep seriousness of shame and its import to the human 
condition is seen in the fact that god chooses to deal first 
with the shame of adam and eve and not their sin. when god 
appears in the garden, his first words are an effort to call 
adam out of hiding; that is, god seeks to reverse the effects 
of shame (genesis 3.9-11). it is only when adam comes forth 
to god (wearing his fig leaves thereby still partially hiding!) 
that god deals with the issue of sin (genesis 3.11).  
in our modern world, every person deals with the effects of 
shame. the traJectory of our lives was set with the actions of 
the first man adam (romans 5.12-14). while we typically 
equate this traJectory with sin, sin is coupled with shame, the 
former arising out of the presence of the latter. while the 
cross is god’s movement to deal with our sin (romans 5.15-
21), it is his unmerited love which deals with our shame, for 
god’s love declares that we are people of inherent worth 
(romans 5.8). to god we are enough, Just as we are. it is 
important to note that in romans, the issues of sin and shame 
are both addressed with god’s treatment of shame preceding 
his treatment of sin (romans 5.8-11), both issues a part of 
the redemptive mission of god in christ. in dealing with our 
sin, we are freed to be the people we were meant to be, the 
righteousness of god (romans 8.4). in dealing with our 
shame, our separation from god is dealt with, allowing us to 
come out of hiding and draw near as children of god (romans 
8.14-17). 



the text
matthew 22.34-40: 
PresuPPosition of self-comPassion

in matthew 22, Jesus is combatting those of the religious 
elite who wish to trap him in his words (matthew 22.15), 
an effort intended to cause Jesus to stumble so that he 
might lose the support of the crowds. in these efforts, 
a certain religious expert asks Jesus to state the greatest 
commandment of the mosaic law. the question is really 
a request that Jesus identify which of the over 600 laws 
summed up the rest of the laws. the answer was already 
well known and had a rich tradition within the Jewish 
faith, an answer based upon moses’ exhortation to love god 
(deuteronomy 6.4-9). however, Jesus had a penchant for 
emphasizing what the scribes did not. therefore, the hope 
may have been that Jesus would provide a different answer 
and be labeled as a religious deviant.  
Jesus answered in keeping with Jewish tradition. one was to 
love god completely (deuteronomy 6.4-9). however, Jesus 
deviated from Jewish tradition by adding a second command 
which he stated was of equal weight and substance. people 
were to love their neighbors as they loved themselves 
(leviticus 19.18). with this statement, Jesus indicated 
that love lay at the heart of life as god meant it to be 
experienced. it was in loving one’s neighbor and god that 
led one to act in a way which would not stray outside the 
mosaic law or the teaching of the prophets.  
however, within this second command is a presupposition 
which is often overlooked: the love of self. it is important 
to note that the love of self is not commanded by Jesus. it is 
assumed, presupposed to be present in a life which matches 
the intentions of god. further, it is this love of self which 
forms the bar for one’s love of others; that is, one can 
only love others inasmuch as he loves himself. therefore, 
a healthy love of self is part of life as god intended it to 
be lived. however, the reality is that in many people, this 
healthy love of self is absent and in its place is shame, the 
sense that one is unlovable. they are not enough.

 Genesis 2.25-3.11: Sin and Shame
life as god meant it to be experienced did exist in a garden 
called eden. the narrative of this life begins in genesis 
2.25. god has created everything, making people in his 
image (idol in the language of the old testament), his 
representatives on earth to guide his creation as he guided 
and to experience life as he experienced it. this life was 

marked with a community in which shame was not present. 
adam and eve had the sense that they were loveable as they 
were. they were enough for themselves and one another, so 
much so that they could stand naked before one another. 
however, this beautiful community was short lived. 
the serpent, the craftiest of god’s creatures, came to eve and 
questioned the actions of god. his words twist the command 
of god to adam and eve (genesis 2.16) in such a way that eve 
is invited to enter into a conversation about the true nature of 
god. is he inherently evil? eve enters into the conversation, 
seeking to defend god and his actions. however, in her effort, 
she overstates god’s command thereby creating an opening for 
the serpent to insert doubt into the relationship between eve 
and god. seizing upon eve’s words, the serpent argues that 
god has withheld an aspect of the human experience. he has 
limited adam and eve’s ability to be like him. this accusation 
strikes at the heart of god’s creative actions, specifically his 
action of making people to be like himself (genesis 1.26). 
while the serpent’s charge is serious enough, it is what 
underlies the charge that is the most dangerous. why did god 
withhold an aspect of the human experience from adam and 
eve? there can be only one answer. he did not deem them to 
be worthy of the experience. in some way, god deemed adam 
and eve to come up short, so he withheld an aspect of life in 
his image from them. at its root, this idea is the seed of shame, 
the sense that one is not enough.  
eve looks upon the tree and the seed of shame which the 
serpent planted bloomed. she desired to be fully like god, 
to seize what she believed had been withheld. in this we see 
that she believed that she was not enough to god. she felt 
her shame and she acted upon it, her shame giving rise to 
disobedience to god’s explicit command with the same series of 
events being replicated with adam. when both adam and eve 
experienced shame and acted upon it, this sense became a part 
of who they were and its effects were immediate. immediately, 
adam and eve found they were not enough for one another. 
they both had parts which they dared not expose to the other. 
therefore, they found fig leaves to cover these parts which 
were “not enough” to be seen.  
sometime later, god arrived and adam and eve heard him 
walking in the garden. shame once again raises its head with 
adam and eve running to hide from god. they are not enough 
to stand before god. all of them must be hidden. interestingly, 
it is this sense of shame which god first addresses as he seeks 
to coax adam out of hiding. eventually, adam comes forth, 
still wearing his fig leaves. his shame is still present. only 



allowing god to deal with my shame. it is my shame which says 
i am unlovable. however, god says otherwise. in my shame, i 
believe the oldest of lies, a lie birthed in a garden. in christ, i 
see this lie exposed, for i am loved, as i am, not as i should be. 
i am enough. as i allow god’s love in christ to saturate my 
life and replace the lie, i am more able to love myself. i am a 
person of worth and value. however, i am finding that i don’t 
know what loving myself looks like. it is this Journey which 
we will take next. 

reaL Life with you:
love others but not yourself! sound familiar? perhaps you 
have never heard those words spoken directly, but their 
weight is hard to miss, particularly if you hang out with 
Jesus-followers for very long. somewhere along the way we 
got hold of the idea that we were not worthy of love, and this 
is a problem because our love of self creates our capacity to 
love others. so why don’t we love ourselves? the problem is 
almost as old as time itself. the proper name for it is shame, 
but really shame is nothing more than the first lie whispered 
into our ear by satan, a lie which said “you are not enough.” 
we believed it and have believed it ever since, that single lie 
giving birth to a world plagued by sin. if we are to experience 
life as it was meant to be experienced, we must allow god 
to deal with both our sin and our shame. the first is dealt 
with through the cross. the second is dealt with through the 
incarnation, god drawing near in love, taking us as we are, 
not as we should be. in the incarnation, god shouts, “you are 
enough for me!” when we allow this truth to replace the lie 
we are once again free to love ourselves, but what does that 
look like? we will turn to this question in the coming weeks. 
in the meantime, take some time this week to ponder what is 
true. you are enough, a person of inherent worth, worthy 
of love. truth does not replace a lie in an instant. we have 
repeated the lie of our lack of worth so often that it is deeply 
embedded in our hearts. to root it out, we must repeat what 
is true. this week, consider memorizing and pondering romans 
5.8 which speaks of god’s dealing with our shame. say this 
verse over and over to yourself allowing it room and space to 
slowly replace the lie which says you are unworthy, you are 
not loved, you are not enough.
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after adam’s shame is highlighted does god then turn to 
address his disobedience.  
in this text, a deep tie is seen between sin and shame, the latter 
giving rise to the former. further, it is shame which forms the 
bedrock of our separation from god and one another, an issue 
which god deems worthy of attention. in fact, should creation 
be returned to its intended state, both sin and shame must be 
addressed, something which the following words indicate and 
the drama of scripture unfolds.

reaL Life with BLake:
shame. we rarely talk about it, but we all experience it, 
though sometimes we don’t have words for it. sometimes we 
refer to it as our perfectionist nature. other times we talk 
and laugh about it in terms of compulsion. at its root, it is all 
the same. in the deepest parts of us we believe that we are not 
enough. we are full of shame. it is our shame which gives rise 
to our disobedience to god as we attempt through our own 
means to free ourselves from its grip. the opposite of shame 
is the belief that we are enough. we might refer to this as a 
sense of self-compassion, a grace and acceptance for oneself 
as they are, not as they would like to be. it is this sense of 
self-compassion to which we turn in this series. 
the idea of loving ourselves feels wrong, at least to me. i have 
always been taught that i was to love others, but somewhere i 
picked up the idea that this love was for everyone except me. i 
was to love everyone, but not myself. i have taken this message 
to heart and live out a life free from self-compassion. i make 
sure it stays far away. i keep it away by regularly talking down 
about myself. i am stupid, an idiot, a person who pretty much 
flubs things up. i abuse my body by not getting enough rest or 
adequate nutrition. why care for my body? i don’t deserve it. 
i look terrible anyway, especially that part right in the middle. 
and i hate my butt! there. i said it. i never feel i work hard 
enough and whatever i do could be better. these and so many 
other thoughts fill my day, all examples of a lack of self-
love. however, what i am beginning to realize is that my lack 
of self-love is having a negative effect on my ability to love 
others.  
you see, i can only love others to the level that i am willing to 
express love to myself; that is, my self-compassion creates my 
capacity to have compassion on others. if i do not love myself, 
i cannot love others. one presumes the other. i catch glimpses 
of this when my love for others wears thin, and it doesn’t 
take long. perhaps this is because my capacity is low. but, 
how do i increase my capacity to love myself? it begins with 


